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Published in 1988, State of War entered the Philippine literary scene like 
a vehement force of nature. Lauded for its striking and elegant prose and 
its unabashed attempt to address national wounds that have yet to heal, the 
novel gave readers a glimpse into the lives of ordinary men and women as they 
struggled with the country’s colonial heritage, the restrictions on democracy 
wrought by the government, and the role of violence and sexuality in the 
history of Filipino women. The book overflowed with courage, sincerity, and a 
much needed revolutionary sentiment, much like its author, Ninotchka Rosca.
Born in 1946, Ninotchka Rosca has published two novels, State of War 
and Twice Blessed, four short story collections, and four books of nonfiction. 
Her works were included in Raymond Carver’s “100 Short Stories in the 
United States” in 1986, and she has received several awards for her fiction 
both here and abroad, including the American Book Award and the Carlos 
Palanca Memorial Award.
It was not only her work that brought Ninotchka Rosca to the limelight. 
Her experiences during Martial Law and her continuing work with women’s 
and human rights groups have also been points of interest for readers and 
fans alike. Rosca was a political prisoner during the Marcos dictatorship and 
was forced into exile because of her human rights activism. Rosca was also 
a founder and national chair of GABNet, a US-Philippines women’s society 
mass organization. At present, she continues to be active in the feminist 
organization AF3IRM and the Mariposa Center for Change.
This interview took place on March 7, 2016 at a restaurant along 
Katipunan Avenue, and on the premises of Ateneo de Manila University 
hours before Ms. Rosca was to give a lecture. During our conversation, we 
spoke about her younger years, the authors that have influenced her works, 
the politics of her own writing, her commitment to activism, and what she 
envisions for the Philippine literary scene. At age seventy, she shows no signs of 
stopping. She remains passionate and unrelenting in writing, and in fighting 
for women and the marginalized.
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Carlo Flordeliza (CF): Can you tell us what books influenced you during 
your younger years?
Ninotchka Rosca (NR): There’s actually a distinction for me. There are books 
that influenced me as a person, and there are those that influenced me 
as a writer.
CF: Why the distinction?
NR: The distinction is because I do not like this idea that you are a political 
person, for instance, and you politicize the work. You don’t. You politicize 
the person who’s writing so that the analysis of the situation remains 
intrinsically that person’s. Otherwise, you will notice that there’s some 
form of fakery because you require this work to be looked at in a certain 
way. And we have seen this in some of the things that came out of the 
Soviet Union. I mean, you can contrast that with the propaganda pieces 
which came out. And there’s a big difference.
My God, I read them all, even the Cossacks. There was one semester 
and one summer that I read only Russian literature. I read Dostoevsky, 
Gogol, and Turgenev. I was a crazy kid. And then I read the Don trilogy 
[by Sholokhov]. By then, I was already looking for a Samovar. I wanted 
one for my room!
So when you influence the writer, the writer is enabled, creatively 
speaking, to construct; whereas if you demand the work to be politicized, 
there is a difference. That’s why I made that distinction. Especially for my 
generation when it was a standard to be asked, “For whom do you write?” 
Of course, we all said that we wrote for the masses.
And then one day I saw a photograph of Mao surrounded by twenty-
six writers. This was about the time a talk and forum on art and literature 
was conducted. I looked at the picture and I don’t know what occurred 
to me, but I asked our guide if ever these writers became famous for their 
writings. The guide said he didn’t know and nobody had probably asked 
that question before. From then on, I said enough of that. So now, if you 
ask me, “Whom do you write for?,” I write for the story.
The story has to have integrity for it to be effective.
CF: So, who were the influences on your writing?
NR: It’s not really on the writing, but on understanding the technique of 
writing. One of the most important influences on me was Thomas Mann. 
CF: Death in Venice and The Magic Mountain?
NR: I read all of his works, like Joseph and his Brothers, etc. He was a major 
influence. I was fourteen years old when I started. That’s one. There’s 
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also James Joyce. All of them are men! How embarrassing. Then there’s 
Carson McCullers and Katherine Mansfield, who’s one of the really great 
stylists of prose.
And then, of course, I was reading Ursula Le Guin. My favorite was 
The Left Hand of Darkness. I will tell you a story when I met her. Robin 
Morgan said to me, “Come on, Ursula Le Guin is reading. Let’s go.” We 
went. Morgan and Le Guin knew each other. Robin goes, “Oh, Ursula! 
This is Ninotchka Rosca from the Philippines. A great writer.” I was on 
fangirl mode! It was Ursula Le Guin! I said, “I’m so sorry, but I really 
must tell you this. The Left [Hand] of Darkness is a great novel.” 
Ursula was shocked. Then she took my hand, pulled me closer [to 
her], and said, “People think that you and me, we writers, hear enough 
of this. But, we know, we can never get enough.”
It was such a great novel. I made everyone in my organization read 
it. It was required reading.
Ursula also said, “Give me your address. I draw these little cards. I 
will send you one.” I was really on fangirl mode. So I gave her my address. 
She also gave me hers so I [could] send my work to her. So I sent mine, 
and she sent me the card with a handwritten note. It’s still hidden in my 
jewelry box.
The next time Ursula came to New York, I went to see her again. 
The line was very long because people were trying to get her to sign their 
books. So Robin and I went to Ursula and I said, “In exchange for the 
card you sent me and the drawing, here is a bracelet from the Cordillera.” 
It was one of my prized possessions. She looked at it and then she wore it 
immediately. She’s great. She’s really great.
CF: For Carson McCullers, what was in her that spoke to you in terms 
of technique?
NR: I think it’s about how to write about loneliness and sadness without ever 
saying the word. You look at The Ballad of the Sad Café. Her figures are 
like dreams. She was a very powerful writer. She was friends with Jose 
Garcia Villa, you know.
On Philippine literature, well, we’ve all read Nick Joaquin. And to 
some extent, we belong to his family in terms of language. With him, 
there’s no hard and fast division between prose and poetry. There’s also 
Gilda Cordero Fernando. Her story “People in the War.” It was such a 
classic! It has no equal. I wish she had written a novel.
CF: How about contemporary? Are their writers right now or in the last 
twenty years that have informed your work or your aesthetics?
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NR: At a certain point in time, the writer is already fully formed. It cannot 
be changed anymore, except because of his or her volition.
CF: When I read papers, editorials, and opinions about your work, I find that a 
lot of the writers and critics can’t seem to separate the politics and the fiction 
in your work. Were there certain political ideologies that informed your 
fiction over the years or when you were younger? You mentioned Russian 
literature and Mao earlier. Did those influence your fiction in any way?
NR: Yes, in how I look at the world. There’s a distinction once again between 
my perceptions influencing me and my consciousness, and me and my 
writing. A writer does not usually go to a political person as a model for 
literature. They go to someone literary. But there is a book that truly 
shaped my perception of the world and that is Das Kapital by Marx. Even 
though it was so difficult to read! And at about the same time, I read The 
Second Sex by Simone de Beauvoir. And then that followed a series of 
readings, which included Anna Karenina and Madame Bovary.
When I look at my writing process, there seems to be thematic 
clusters. When I read Anna Karenina, I was really devastated. But I read 
Madame Bovary first. Then, all of Maupassant. I actually learned the craft 
of short story writing from Guy de Maupassant when I was around nine 
years old. We had a complete collection of the stories of Maupassant. So 
whenever I played piko, I lugged his collection around. Whenever it wasn’t 
my turn, I would read under the streetlight. People thought I was very 
studious, but it was actually for my own pleasure. And then I learned that 
he had been trained by his uncle, Flaubert. So I went to read Flaubert.
Some of the stories of Maupassant had resonance for me as a woman. 
One of the known stories, and I think a lot of Filipino women active in 
the movement would probably find this resonant, is “Ball of Fat.” This 
was about the Russian occupation of France.
CF: Any particular influences or works of literature that informed how you 
viewed women’s activism or the role of women in society?
NR: As I have said, there’s Anna Karenina, Madame Bovary, The Second Sex. 
I think when I look back, I was reading so much because I was looking 
for an explanation to my own confusion. So I would read Balzac, and 
the entire volumes of Arnold Hauser, and everything. It never occurred 
to me until I read The Second Sex that the source of my confusion was 
just one word: woman. The gender. And how it is defined. When I read 
that book, I went, “Ah.”
It was pretty amazing because I was always the exception in politics 
even with my friends. I would always hang around with my father and 
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some male writers. They would talk about other women. I would just 
laugh about it. I was just quiet. I think it was surprising that I even got 
into women’s activism. Even in the Left, I was quiet.
CF: These works, like Second Sex, and women’s activism, and even your 
experiences with the movement—have they affected your writing, like 
how you write women characters or how you deal with certain women’s 
issues in your novels?
NR: I was actually surprised that when I reread State of War recently, which 
took me months and months because I was so scared to read it. I joked 
to myself that I wrote something so ugly. I would rather kill myself. I 
kept postponing. I rejected the manuscript repeatedly. But then I read 
it, and I wrote State of War with absolutely no crystallized consciousness 
of women’s oppression. It wasn’t so clear to me yet then. So when I read 
State of War, I was pretty amazed with the feminist image. I can only 
ascribe it to, well, like what I said, my writings are my palimpsest. I can 
only ascribe it to my comfort with our bedrock culture, which was very 
women-centered. The role of women in State of War was so powerful. I 
was really shocked!
CF: I’ve also noticed that it’s also the same case for Twice Blessed. The women 
characters were so strong and their influence was undeniable. Which is 
why I asked that question.
NR: Yes. First, our line is matriarchal, no, matrilineal.
CF: So, if before there was no consciousness to write about it; now, is it already 
a motivated effort that you would really address it?
NR: Right now, it’s very deliberate. Not only women, but also, because I’m 
trying to piece together that we have timelines that need to be reintegrated 
into the main track of our national narrative. And those roots need to be 
found. And unfortunately, or fortunately, our bedrock culture is women-
centered. So it has to be found.
CF: Is it always also a conscious decision on your part to write about Martial 
Law? Or the themes of that era? Reading the fiction works especially, one 
sees there are recurring themes that are mostly rooted in that period. A 
lot of people who write criticism also put that in. Is it always a conscious 
decision on your part to focus on that period?
NR: I was actually more interested in telling the stories of ordinary people. 
That’s why you will not find me mentioning Marcos anywhere.
CF: That’s also one of my questions. There’s a constant reiteration of the 
period of Martial Law, but not once is there a mention of the Martial 
Law era or Marcos.
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NR: Yeah, first of all, the novels are never about Marcos. They’re an account 
of people living in a particular place in a particular time. And I needed to 
document the experiences of my friends. I can actually tell you who were 
in the novels. And then, the second thing was I considered the Marcoses 
to be really boring. They were so boring. They have all the usual vices. 
I said at one point, I wish he did something really magnificently brutal. 
Like Idi Amin eating the livers of his enemies. There’s nothing. He did 
the killings; he parceled them out over the years. Of course, with his 
many years, that increased. But basically, he was boring. Even Imelda. 
She was just an ordinary stupid woman given a large playground. Look at 
Bongbong. Yuck. What has he done? With all those resources? And they 
have done nothing. There’s not even a mountain of corpses.
CF: Not like the Latin American dictators.
NF: Yes. Something like that. Like my friend in Chile who was raped with 
rats. Even our brutality is, like what Nick said, retail trade.
CF: So what is your reaction to those people who always read Martial Law 
into your works?
NR: I don’t read reviews. I only read one critique of State of War. It was done 
by an Italian. I was so amazed. I just found it on the internet. When I 
get bored, I google myself. Then I fall asleep because I bore myself, too. 
It was fantastic. It was a very good review.
CF: Would you consider your writings as works of political activism?
NR: They are. As I told you, I operate on many levels, but they’re also 
classically literature. By any aesthetics you can come up [with].
CF: On top of reintegrating women into the national narrative, was there an 
effort to embed other political stances in your novels?
NR: It’s hard to say. There are many. The reintegration of the local culture, 
the reintegration of identity, of gender, of the marginalized genders. But I 
don’t do it consciously. The process is natural. It’s hard for me to say that 
I do this consciously because when I write, I’m not there. I’m always so 
surprised, you know, when something comes out. Because I have never 
felt, it sounds presumptuous, but it’s like the Greeks when the gods possess 
them and they go into a trance. It’s like that. With State of War, there were 
days and days that it felt like a trance for me. I remember at one point, I 
was writing and writing and writing—this was when two guerrillas were 
chasing each other in the novel to flag down the last bus to surrender—
and when I wrote the last period, I wasn’t completely there when it was 
all happening. And this happens to me. I was telling some people that 
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one time, I was writing in the bus, and I was sitting there and suddenly 
there was Makiling fighting the conquistadors with her familiars. They 
had stumbled upon a squad of Spanish with their machetes.
CF: Given that you mentioned that most of your writings have some sort 
of political activism embedded into them, do you think that that’s the 
function of the novel right now? To be tools of political action? Or is this 
purely a personal pursuit for you?
NR: It’s not a tool of political activism. It is a means by which we understand 
the world and our personal situations. It is also a means of documenting 
our own existence on this planet.
CF: And it just so happens that politics is involved in that exploration?
NR: Well, politics is very similar to literature. It is a study of the human 
condition. So it is difficult to say that we can live without politics. I wish 
we did.
CF: From your standpoint as a writer who has contributed several novels to 
the Filipino novel in the English tradition, where do you think it is going? 
Where do you want to see it taken? Looking at what’s being published 
and what has been published over the decades, do you feel that there’s at 
least an aspect or an angle that has yet to be explored and that you would 
want to be explored by writers?
NR: Oh, yeah. There are many things that I would like to write about. I’m 
not saying what because some other person might steal my ideas.
CF: How about from other writers? What are the things you would like them 
to look at? What are the things you would like to see in the Filipino 
writers of today?
NR: I would like to see something about the sea. We don’t seem to have a 
novel of water. There’s just none. That’s one. I would like to see a novel 
about people who live in the margins, the real margins. Not anymore the 
urban setting. And I would also like to see a largeness, an expansion of 
our perspective, instead of just focusing on the very small, a largeness to 
approach our historical narrative in terms of patterns and themes.
CF: Speaking of expansiveness, I always figured that this might be the realm 
of the Western novel. It’s something we have yet to explore in our own 
tradition. Since you’ve lived in New York for some time now and you have 
previously resided in Manila, what do you think are the main differences 
between the Filipino novel in English and the American novel? And what 




NR: Actually, the Western tradition is not at all expansive. It’s actually 
claustrophobic. It’s very focused on what we call the “mono-story,” 
whereas, as I have said, I like layers and layers and layers because this is our 
culture. We’re not a syncretic culture. We are a multi-layered culture. But 
we never managed to integrate the various cultures that have developed 
in the Philippines. They’re all separate distinct layers. So I think that one 
of the weaknesses of the Filipino novel and writing in general is that it 
follows the patterns of claustrophobia.
CF: And our novels follow that pattern of claustrophobia, but the thing is, 
we’re not that kind of culture. We’re the opposite.
NR: Yes, and that’s why sometimes I feel like I’m not anywhere in the tradition 
because my scope is always too large.
CF: Is there any writer that you feel captures this multi-layered approach? 
Not just a particular Filipino writer, but maybe Latin American ones or 
European ones?
NR: Gabriel Garcia Marquez.
CF: I was also thinking of Macondo, as well.
NR: Actually, my favorite work of Marquez, me being a writer, is the 
absolutely, finely structured novel Chronicle of a Death Foretold. It has 
a gorgeous structure. It’s a very simple story and yet the ramifications 
are so huge. That’s what I mean when I say that [the] Western [novel] is 
claustrophobic. It’s the non-Western, the Latin Americans and even the 
Eastern Europeans, which are huge.
CF: Is there anything else you would like to put out there?
NR: What would I like to say? Hmmm. I’m not ambitious. I don’t particularly 
like telling people what they should do. I would just like to see a novel of 
the sea. So I don’t have to write it. That’s all. . . . Writing is always about 
the past. Nobody is writing about the present, least of all the Filipino 
American writers. And I said I suppose I’ll have to do it.
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